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With each new shock from Jonestown 
come more questions. Why? Has this 
ever happened before? One need not 
look far to discover an unbroken chain of 
bizarre cults that have left a bloody, 
bewildering trail throughout history. 

Mass suicide has been only one of the 
horrors of these fanatical causes or 
cults. Although little is known of many 
of them, certain patterns of behavior 
are apparent, many of them strikingly 
similar to several, aspects of the Peo- 
' pie’s Temple. 

The followers of many such 
movements withdrew from the world to 
seek a life based on absolute values. 
They surrendered their sense of respon- 
sibility to leaders claiming to be a 
messiah or even God. They clung to the 
leader, shunning those outside the 
group, and were obsessed with 
mysterious enemies they believed were 
plotting their destruction. 

Fearful of the world they reacted to it 
violently, often trying to seize power. 
When pressed by their enemies, real or 
imagined, they often killed themselves 
believing they were crossing over to the 
heaven their leaders had promised. 

In ancient times the inhabitants of 
some besieged cities killed themselves 
rather than surrender. According to the 
" ancient Greek historian Plutarch an en- 
tire people, the Cimbres of ancient Ger- 
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many, wiped themselves out after being 
defeated by the Romans. 

This preference for death was often 
associated with religious duty. When a 
city or nation fell its gods were in- 
variably replaced by those of the enemy 
and some chose to die rather than aban- 
don their faith. ’V . 

Masada, perhaps the most famous 
mass suicide, exemplified this deadly 
struggle of men and their gods. The an- 
cient Jews, who refused to accept the 
gods of their Roman overlords, rebelled 
time and again. In 79 A.D. the last sur- 
vivors of one revolt, 960 men, women, 
and children, threw themselves from 
their stronghold atop the mountain of 
Masada to the accompaniment of song. 

The Middle Ages witnessed a great 
rash of messianic cults. In the for- 
boding, anarchic conditions of medieval 
society leaders promising paradise easi- 
ly attracted armies of followers. 

Their beliefs and pratices differed 
greatly. On the one hand were the 
Albigenses, a 12th century sect that 
flourished in southern France and 
sought the end of the human race by for- 
bidding sexual intercourse; on the 
other, the Tabors, a movement that 
spread across half of Europe in the 11th 
century, killing indiscriminately and 
living on the roasted corpses of their 
victims. 


These groups placed little value on 
life, sacrificing everything for the 
cause. One leader mirrored their 
fanaticism when he described the 
destruction of a town that had refused to 
accept his faith: “The horses waded in 
blood up to their knees, nay up to their 
bridles ... It was a just apd wonderful 
judgment of God.’’ Another wrote, 
“What do I care if I die, since I am doing 
what I want to do,” a cry which has 
underlain fanaticism in every age in- 
cluding our own. 

In the Middle Ages, on several occa- 
sions it was believed that the end of the 
world was near. Believing they had 
angered God, men sought forgiveness 


WASHINGTON (AP) - State 
Department officials reacted angrily 
Friday to the large number of critics 
who claim the U.S. government might 
have prevented the mass murder- 
suicide at Jonestown, Guyana, which 
claimed 775 lives last weekend. 

The officials cite a series of interviews 
conducted at Jonestown during the past 
year by U.S. consular officers. The in- 
terviews suggested that agricultural 
commune led by the Rev. Jim Jones was 
little more than an off-beat religious 
hideaway. 

According to the State Department, 


by mercilessly whipping themselves 
and each other with metal thonged 
whips. The 13th century saw long col- 
umns of these flagellants marching 
across the countryside, beating 
themselves and each other into un- 
consciousness and sometimes death. 

Many of these cults drove others to 
take their own lives. Fired with all the 
hatred and intolerance of fanatics they 
hunted down and killed those who refus- 
ed to accept their beliefs. Priests of the 
established church were frequently at- 
tacked, but the favorite victims were 
Jews. In the city of Worms hundreds of 
Jews trapped in a castle committed 
suicide rather than convert to 
Christianity. 


the officers came up empty-handed 
every time they tried to corroborate 
allegations of mental, physical or sexual 
abuse made by relatives and friends of 
the Peoples Temple cultists. 

"We’re not baby sitters," fumed one 
official, when asked whether preventive 
action should have been taken at 
Jonestown. 

Since the disaster occurred last Satur- 
day, some friends and relatives of the 
cult victims have complained that their 
warnings to the State Department about 
repressive activities went unheeded. 
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